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I. Introduction 
When caught between two choices, we often retreat to ponder our circumstances. At 
important junctures in our lives, we find ourselves looking inwards to our minds and 
imaginations to try and decide what we should do next. Sometimes our imagination 
reinvigorates us and we find a renewed sense of purpose. Other times, we are tempted to live 
in a state of perpetual indecision and eschew the responsibility of deciding. In literature, the 
bower often represents this place of decision making. It manifests itself sometimes as a 
physical place, sometimes as an imaginary place, and other times as a mixture of both. Much 
of John Keats’s poetry explores the tensions and stress of decision making, and many of 
these poems explore the unfixed meaning of the bower. 
Referring to Lord Byron, Keats once wrote to his brother George and sister-in-law 
Georgiana that “there is a great difference between us. He describes what he sees—I describe 
what I imagine—Mine is the hardest task” (301). What Keats calls the “hardest task” is to 
take what is potentially infinite, the things that he imagines, and turn them into something 
finite through poetry. Through the power of the imagination, a medium theoretically infinite 
and also ambiguous, Keats creates a poetic world in which the tensions between infinity and 
the finite create uncertainties. While I will not explore the subjective merits of one poet over 
the other in this paper, one can see that Keats’s task was indeed a difficult one.  
Despite Keats and Bryon’s different approaches, both men acknowledge the power of 
nature. Nature manifests itself in Keats’s works predominantly through the bower, which is a 
small, intimate space. The bower was already a well-established concept in Romantic poetry, 
as seen in works like Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “This Lime-Tree Bower my Prison,” in 
which Coleridge’s bower allows him to achieve something like a higher state of being. Keats 
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continues this tradition of using the bower as a setting throughout his opus. Inherently a place 
of escape, one might think of the bower as a place of perfection, as it is a space outside of 
worldly struggles. Not so, according to Earl Wasserman: “There can be no heaven on earth” 
(182), he says. However, Wasserman’s statement does not diminish the bower’s capability to 
make one feel as if they are escaping life for a different state of being. Speaking specifically 
of the tensions between the nightingale and the speaker in “Ode to a Nightingale,” 
Wasserman says, “the heavenward flight of an earth-bound mortal must necessarily leave 
him in a gulf between two worlds” (182). In a sense, the bower is this gulf. If one considers 
Keats’s work as a whole as opposed to only “Nightingale,” one sees that the bower is a place 
where speakers and characters retreat in order to discover something through a space that is 
unlike any other that they have experienced before. While they do not always aim for heaven, 
the speakers and characters of Keats’s poetry who enter a bower are indeed seeking to 
achieve a sense of being a part of something different than what is in their daily lives. The 
bower is thus the gulf between the world that the speaker or character knows and the world 
which they seek.  
Simply saying that the bower is a sort of in-between space does little to add to Keats’s 
poems, because it is hard to see these bowers as anything but in-between spaces. When the 
bowers are not found in dream-like states, they are usually found in places isolated from 
reality. Saying that they are in-between spaces only reinforces what Keats already shows us. 
The more pertinent discussion involves the purpose of the bower. A doctor by training1, 
                                                 
1Starting in 1815, Keats studied at Guy’s Hospital in London, where he trained to become a member of the 
Royal College of Surgeons (Motion 73). Despite early recognition and rapid promotion in the hospital (80), 
tensions between Keats’s literary and medical careers as well as his association with Leigh Hunt, Benjamin 
Robert Haydon, and John Hamilton Reynolds inspired him to pursue poetry (93, 120-121). After six years of 
training, Keats cited his “revulsion from surgery” (131) as his main reason for leaving Guy’s, but Henry 
Stephens believed that “Hunt’s praise [for Keats’s poetry] sealed [Keats’s] fate’” (130). Keats “failed to collect 
a final certificate from Guy’s” (161) and began to focus uniquely on his literary career by 1817. 
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Keats often presents his poetry as something like medicine. From the restoration associated 
with sleep seen in “The Eve of St. Agnes” to the narrator’s declaration in “The Fall of 
Hyperion: A Dream” that “sure a poet is a sage;/ A humanist, physician to all men” (I.189-
190), Keats sought through his poetry to offer a sort of medicine to the human condition; not 
a medicine to cure a sickness, but rather a “balm” (I.201) to relieve some of the pain and 
struggles of life. 
The bower is the physical representation of this balm and appears throughout Keats’s 
poetry in many different forms. I will explore the bower separately as a place of restoration 
in “The Eve of St. Agnes,” as a place of temptation and escape in “Ode to Psyche” and “Ode 
to a Nightingale,” and finally as a place of ephemerality that comprises both the archetypes 
of restoration and temptation in “The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream.” I have chosen these four 
poems to stand as representative of Keats’s work for multiple reasons: first, they come from 
1819, Keats’s annus mirabilis—the year in which he wrote most of his well-known poetry; 
second, they come from Keats’s most mature period of writing, thus they represent his ideas 
in their most mature form before his death; finally, they offer varied views of the bower that 
allow one to see that Keats did not have a rigid conception of the bower. Well-known critics 
like Earl Wasserman, Jack Stillinger, Harold Bloom, and David Perkins recognize these 
poems as some of, if not the greatest of Keats’s work in their respective poetical genres. 
These four poems are thus highly representative of Keats’s work2. 
                                                 
2 Robert Gleckner, though writing specifically of the odes and the problems related to restricting a study of 
Keats’s 1819 poems to only the odes, refers to this style of literary criticism as “Limited Canon.” He notes that, 
as opposed to “a thorough study of the total canon,” the second “main [base] for selecting from a writer’s 
complete works a group of poems [is]…because of similarities in style, imagery, form, structure, idea, as well 
as because of contemporaneity of composition, a group of poems defines itself as a limited canon and invites a 
critical approach which demands that the poems be made to interpret, or at least to illuminate or comment upon, 
each other.” However, he continues to say that when both main bases are met, “the critic presumes he is on safe 
ground and moves ahead confidently into the ‘world,’ say, of Keats’s odes” (581). On this idea, I do not assume 
to interpret the “world” of Keats’s poetry, but rather a specific image that frequently appears in his opus. 
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There is no clear continuity or logical forward progression between each theme 
mentioned in the previous paragraph, as one would expect of bowers that are ambiguous, 
therefore I have chosen to examine the poems in their chronological order, starting with the 
earliest of the four that Keats wrote and progressing to the latest. In choosing to examine 
them in such an order, I have allowed myself to examine the bower not as a static, 
unchanging concept, but rather as an ever-changing place, morphing to suit different 
situations. 
 
II. The Bower: What is it and how does Keats use it? 
The Denotative and Connotative Meanings of the Bower 
One of the first things to establish is exactly what a bower is and how Keats presents 
it in his work. Merriam’s New Collegiate Dictionary defines a bower as “an attractive 
dwelling or retreat” and as “a shelter (as in a garden) made with tree boughs or vines twined 
together.” Therefore, a bower is inherently a place of nature and of retreat. It is necessarily a 
place where one can go to escape into nature, whether it is the natural world or a 
representation of nature, such as a garden. What this means is that all of Keats’s bowers are 
places associated with nature and with retreat from the world, for a bower cannot be a bower 
if it does not have these two qualities. 
The implications of what the bower represents are more difficult to pinpoint. The idea 
of retreat is not inherently positive, and while the Romantics rarely, if at all, portray nature as 
negative, a bower does inherently present separation from the rest of mankind, and by 
extension, a sense of loneliness. Therefore, the bower has two differing connotative 
meanings. It can be a place where one can escape to rest and rejuvenate. In other cases, 
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however, the bower can be a place where someone escapes to remove himself from the world 
and daily life. Furthermore, the bower can at the same time be a place of meditation and self-
reflection while also being a place of loneliness and separation. This inherent tension allows 
many readings of Keats’s bower, depending on how one views the bower in each individual 
poem. 
 
The Bower in English Literature 
One cannot study Keats’s bowers without acknowledging the tradition of the bower in 
English literature, particularly the bowers of John Milton and Edmund Spenser, two of 
Keats’s greatest influences. Traditionally, writers present the bower as a garden. Keats 
typically follows this trope as well, with some experimentation. Bowers like Milton’s Garden 
of Eden and Spenser’s Bower of Bliss, frequently the topic of scholarly analysis, set the 
groundwork for Keats’s bowers. 
Milton’s Eden has been described as “a type of temptation by a depiction of 
temptation” and as “a picture of short-lived delight” (Symes 96), while Spenser’s has been 
called a place of “intemperance” (Pollock 44) and “concupiscible” (47)3. The themes of 
ephemerality, temptation, and sensuality are common to the bowers of both of these writers 
and are themes Keats uses in some of his bowers. Milton’s Eden is a place that cannot be 
permanent, though it seemingly offers the best possible situation. Spenser also presents his 
Bower of Bliss as a place of joy and simplicity, but it is ultimately nothing more than a 
temptation that one must overcome. Both Milton and Spenser’s ideas come to characterize 
                                                 
3 It is also of interest that Robert Durling notes the Italian influences on Spenser’s Bower of Bliss (335). This 
tradition of the bower and its influence on Keats could potentially be traced back farther than Milton and 
Spenser, especially when one considers that Keats, too, found influence in Italian literature; “Isabella, or the Pot 
of Basil” was adapted from Boccaccio. 
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Keats’s bowers to one degree or another. However, Milton and Spenser are not the only 
English writers to use the bower in their works, nor are they the only ones who could have 
had an influence on Keats. 
While Aphra Behn is not usually recognized as one of Keats’s major influences, the 
bowers in her works are also important in setting the groundwork for the sensuality in 
Keats’s bowers. In her essay “Troping the Subject: Behn, Smith, Hemans and the Poetics of 
the Bower,” Rachel Crawford concerns herself with “the sexual metaphor for artistic potency 
in the bower” (251), an idea that is not drastically different from Pollock’s examination of the 
sensuality in the Bower of Bliss. Crawford uses Behn’s “Disappointment,” a translation of a 
French poem, as an example of the bower as a place “for linking sexuality to the comedy of 
male impotence” (251). Though sexual impotence is not typically applied in well-known 
analyses of Keats, Crawford’s analysis examines an act that is removed from the world’s 
view into a private place. The theme of the bower as a place of seclusion and escape runs 
through such differing works in the English tradition that one cannot ignore it. 
Temptation, ephemerality, and sensuality, explicit or not, are common themes that 
one finds in the bowers of the English tradition. Although Keats touches upon each of these 
subjects in his poetry, Keats’s bower is more often than not a positive or optimistic place, not 
unlike the bowers in the contemporary English Romantic style. This optimism is in contrast 
with the bowers of his predecessors who tend to present the bower as a place of potential 
ruination. Although Keats’s bowers are often places of temptation, following with the 
English tradition, this is not always true; he delves into a more Romantic concept of the 
bower as a place of restoration4. 
                                                 
4 For a nuanced study of the ways in which Keats pays homage to Milton, see R. K. Gordon’s essay “Keats and 
Milton.” Gordon studies Keats’s descriptive writing in terms of the bower in relation to Milton’s “blissful 
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The Two Archetypal Bowers in Keats’s Work 
While the bower must inherently have the aforementioned qualities of a natural 
setting and a sense of separation from the world, the bower in Keats’s poetry takes on 
different shapes and purposes depending upon the poem. Ultimately, Keats has two 
archetypal bowers in mind. In two poems that I will not closely examine, “Lines on the 
Mermaid Tavern” and “La Belle Dame sans Merci,” we clearly see bowers established early 
in the poems that quickly take two different paths. 
In “Mermaid Tavern,” the speaker establishes the two qualifications of what a bower 
denotatively is in the first four lines: 
Souls of Poets dead and gone, 
What Elysium have ye known, 
Happy field or mossy cavern, 
Choicer than the Mermaid Tavern?  
(1-4) 
 
Immediately, the speaker associates the eponymous tavern with nature through its association 
with “happy field” and “mossy cavern,” and with retreat through its comparison to 
“Elysium.” The speaker proceeds to praise the tavern’s “fine/…Canary wine” (5-6) and 
“generous food” (9), establishing the tavern as a place of revelry and enjoyment. Here we see 
the seeds of one of Keats’s two archetypal bowers—the bower of restoration. 
On the other hand, the bower in “La Belle Dame sans Merci” establishes the second 
of Keats’s two major modes for the bower—the bower of temptation. The subject of the 
poem, a knight, describes his stay in an “elfin grot” (29) with a mysterious woman. This 
                                                                                                                                                       
bower” in Paradise Lost (443-444). Peter Conrad also notes in his essay “The Englishness of English 
Literature” that Keats “still calls the long poem he wants to write a place to wander in—a pastoral enclosure, 
not an epic field of war; a bower of quietude” (164) in the tradition of Marvell and Pope. 
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grotto is untouched by humans, thereby natural. The knight also describes how “she lulled 
me to sleep” (33), establishing the retreat of the bower. However, unlike the tavern in 
“Mermaid Tavern,” this bower leads to the damnation of the knight, as it has many others. At 
the beginning of the poem, the speaker describes the knight as “alone and palely loitering” 
(2), not unlike the “pale kings and princes” (37) with their “starved lips” (41) of the knight’s 
dream. The bower in “La Belle Dame” appears like the bower in “Mermaid Tavern,” but it 
serves the opposite function. 
Keats derives all the bowers in his poetry from these two molds—restoration and 
temptation. Rarely is the distinction clear and obvious. For example, we see a bower in “The 
Eve of St. Agnes” that initially seems to be one of temptation, but ultimately becomes one of 
restoration, while in “Ode to a Nightingale,” the opposite is true. Elements of one archetype 
can be present in the other, reminding us that the bower does not represent a single, fixed 
idea. 
 
III. The Intimacy of the Bower: The Bower as Restoration 
Establishing the Bower 
“The Eve of St. Agnes” is chronologically the earliest of the four poems that I will 
analyze. Its bower exemplifies the tension found in Keats’s work between daily obligations 
and escape from such obligations. Despite coming from warring families, Madeline and 
Porphyro insist on pursuing their forbidden love and eventually escape the confines of 
Madeline’s father’s home. However, the ending is ambiguous, and represents the tension that 
is never resolved within the extent of Keats’s work. 
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To emphasize the bower’s intimacy in “St. Agnes,” Keats encloses the scene 
throughout the poem in smaller and smaller places, making “St. Agnes” a framed story. 
Initially, the narrative follows a Beadsman in the “outer” story: 
Numb were the Beadsman’s fingers, while he told 
His rosary, and while his frosted breath, 
Like pious incense from a censer old, 
Seem’d taking flight for heaven, without a death, 
Past the sweet Virgin’s picture, while his prayer he saith.  
(5-9) 
 
In describing the Beadsman and his prayers, Keats establishes the theme of restoration. These 
lines showcase images of purity, ranging from something as simple as breath visible on a 
cold night to something as holy as the Virgin Mary. Purity, which is associated with either 
innocence or the forgiveness of wrong doings, foreshadows the restoration through the bower 
that comes later in the poem. These five lines clearly establish the frame of the story, and the 
main narrative, or the “inner” story, emerges in the fourth stanza: 
The ancient Beadsman heard the prelude soft; 
And so it chanc’d, for many a door was wide, 
From hurry to and fro. Soon, up aloft, 
the silver, snarling trumpets ’gan to chide: 
The level chambers, ready with their pride, 
Were glowing to receive a thousand guests.  
(28-33) 
 
Within the first four stanzas, Keats foreshadows the theme of restoration through the 
Beadsman and the theme of intimacy through a framed narrative, while making his first 
movement from a larger scene to a smaller one. 
The introduction of Porphyro parallels this initial movement. Porphyro comes “across 
the moors” (74) but by the next stanza “ventures in” (82) the house. Keats continues to shrink 
the scene. From the halls, we are soon in “Madeline’s chamber” (164), while Porphyro is “in 
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a closet” (165), before we come to Madeline’s bed and her dreams. We have reached the 
smallest and most intimate spaces in the poem when we see two bowers: for Porphyro, it is 
Madeline’s bedchamber, while for Madeline it is her dreams. 
While Madeline’s bower is not less important than the bedchamber itself, the 
bedchamber is where the action of the poem occurs. Keats explicitly makes the bedchamber a 
bower. The bedroom itself is not only, with its “clos’d…door” (201), a retreat from the 
festivities in her father’s halls, but it also has images of nature: 
A casement high and triple-arch’d there was, 
All garlanded with carven imag’ries 
Of fruits, and flowers, and bunches of knot-grass, 
And diamonded with panes of quaint device, 
Innumerable of stains and splendid dyes, 
As are the tiger-moth’s deep-damask’d wings; 
And in the midst, ‘mong thousand heraldries, 
And twilight saints, and dim emblazonings, 
A shielded scutcheon blush’d with blood of queens and kings.  
(208-216) 
 
Keats makes the intimate nature of the bower here clear; he waits until he has enclosed the 
scene as much as possible before introducing the bower imagery. However intimate it may 
be, how does it fit into one of the two archetypes? Is this bower one of restoration or of 
temptation? 
 
Restoration or Temptation? 
Initially, it appears that the bower will be one of temptation, such that Porphyro feels 
as if he is in a “paradise” (244). A paradise being an inherently perfect place, what need has 
Porphyro to be elsewhere? However, one must recall that Porphyro is not welcome here: 
“They are all here to-night, the whole blood-thirsty race!/…[they] cursed thee and thine, both 
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house and land” (99, 102). Despite the perfection inherent to a paradise, Porphyro is in 
danger simply by being there, and he knows that he cannot stay. In fact, he has other plans: 
“awake! arise! my love, and fearless be,/ For o’er the southern moors I have a home for thee” 
(349-350). Porphyro never meant for his trip to be permanent, thereby eliminating the 
possibility that the bower could fit into the archetype of temptation. 
To further emphasize this point, Keats intentionally makes this bower unnatural. 
Rather than seeing nature itself, we see images of nature. Living plants and fruits do not grow 
in Madeline’s bedchamber. Rather we see “carven imageries” (209) of these things. While 
these images may initially seem to favor a state of permanence, as a carven image would last 
if undisturbed, it rather diminishes the value of the permanence. The images present an 
artificial bower. Since they are only representations of reality, any form of temptation this 
bower may hold is diluted. However, even though this bower is only a substitute for an actual 
bower, it does not lose all importance and relevance. 
Since it cannot be a bower of temptation, this bower must be a bower of restoration. 
Though some, such as Jack Stillinger through his claim that “when Madeline awakens…she 
is not nearly so pleased as Adam was when he awoke and discovered Eve” (74), argue that 
Porphyro has base desires, Porphyro’s actions and Madeline’s reactions show that Porphyro 
is welcome5. Rather than showing displeasure with Porphyro’s presence, Madeline shows 
concern for Porphyro: 
“Ah, Porphyro!” said she, “but even now 
Thy voice was at sweet tremble in mine ear, 
Made tuneable with every sweetest vow; 
And those sad eyes were spiritual and clear: 
                                                 
5Stillinger’s troublesome interpretation of Porphyro is seemingly strengthened by the passage in lines 136-162. 
In these lines, Porphyro seems to have a “by-any-means-necessary” attitude about being with Madeline. 
However, it is worth noting that it is Angela who assumes that Porphyro does not have the best of intentions. 
Porphyro’s later actions prove that Angela was wrong to doubt him. 
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How chang’d thou art! how pallid, chill, and drear! 
Give me that voice again, my Porphyro, 
Those looks immortal, those complainings dear!  
  (307-313) 
 
In her dream, which Wasserman argues shows perfection through calling it a “dream-vision 
to the spiritual repetition of human life” (130), she envisions Porphyro as more perfect than 
he could be in reality. In her waking state, she earnestly expects him to be as he was in her 
dream. Compared to the perfection she imagines, the Porphyro she sees appears sick. She 
does not react with disgust or with repulsion, as Stillinger suggests, but with concern. 
However, Porphyro is not, nor can he be, perfect as he is in Madeline’s dream. Though he is 
“pallid, chill, and drear” (311) compared to his alternate, she still desires him: “Oh leave me 
not in this eternal woe,/ For if thou diest, my Love, I know not where to go” (314-315). 
Madeline does not wish for the idealized Porphyro to return, but rather she recognizes that if 
she cannot have the Porphyro she sees before her, then she can only have him in her 
dreams—that is to say, not at all. She wants the Porphyro she sees to be healthy and to be 
with her. As Wasserman’s observation suggests, she recognizes a sense of spirituality in 
human life as it is.  
Not only does Madeline’s reaction show us that the bower is a temporary place, but 
Porphyro’s actions also emphasize the ephemerality of the bower. He eschews the temptation 
of the bower, though it is a “paradise” (244), and instead offers Madeline a home and 
marriage in line 351. He therefore offers her exactly what she asks for when she wakes. Not 
only is Porphyro able to offer Madeline what she wants, but he also satisfies Angela’s 
demands that he marry Madeline if he enters her bedchamber: “Ah! thou must needs the lady 
wed,/ Or may I never leave my grave among the dead” (179-180). Through the bower of 
dreams, Madeline recognizes the importance of temporary visits to the bower, and through 
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the bower of the bedchamber, Porphyro achieves not only his wishes, but also Madeline and 
Angela’s wishes. 
Through rejecting their respective temptations, Madeline and Porphyro restore and 
reinvigorate their love for each another. Both acknowledge and dismiss the temptations that 
the bower offers as possibilities in favor of what they actually have. Like the renewal of 
wedding vows, the night in this bower restores and strengthens Madeline and Porphyro’s 
love for each other before they escape to lead their lives.  
The poem ends on an ambiguous note, however: 
And they are gone: ay, ages long ago 
These lovers fled away into the storm. 
That night the Baron dreamt of many a woe, 
And all his warrior-guests, with shade and form 
of witch, and demon, and large coffin-worm, 
Were long be-nightmar’d. Angela the old 
Died palsy-twitch’d, with meagre face deform; 
The Beadsman, after thousands aves told, 
For aye unsought for slept among his ashes cold.  
  (370-378) 
 
We know that this is the end of the narrative, for Keats exits the intimate space of the bower 
for the world at large. He also returns to the “outer” story that encompasses Madeline and 
Porphyro’s story, thus coming full circle to close the framed story. However, despite this 
stylistic closure, the ending of the narrative itself is unclear. While we read the concise fates 
of most of the poem’s minor characters, all we know of Madeline and Porphyro is that they 
fled. We do not know if their lives were happy or if they survived. However, fairy-tale 
diction, like the insistence on acknowledging that the narrative takes place in the past, invites 
us to believe that they were both happy and prosperous. The bower here is not a solution but 
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rather a transition—something that can give new life, and as it can give new life, so can we 
assume that new life is exactly what Madeline and Porphyro achieve. 
 
IV. The Tensions of the Bower: The Bower as Temptation and as Escape 
Ode to Psyche 
In two of his 1819 odes, the odes “To Psyche” and “To a Nightingale,” Keats 
explores the bower of temptation. The word temptation here does not denote the inherently 
negative Biblical temptation, such as the serpent tempting Eve, but rather enticement, which 
Webster defines as “to draw on artfully or adroitly or by arousing hope or desire” (“Entice”). 
The bower of temptation thus inspires hope and desire, rather than misdeeds or evil. 
“Psyche” presents the temptation to escape into pleasure, while “Nightingale” presents the 
temptation to escape into oblivion. However, there is tension between the two odes. While 
“Nightingale’s” escape is into oblivion, Keats presents it as a form of pleasure; in “Psyche,” 
pleasure is also a form of oblivion. These two odes work in tandem to present the archetypal 
bower of temptation as something wrought with unresolvable tensions. 
Before exploring the tensions between the two odes, we must examine them 
individually. The temptation in “Ode to Psyche” is that of escape into pleasure. The presence 
of the bower is most evident in the first stanza; the speaker is wandering through a “forest” 
(7) when he comes upon 
Two fair creatures, couched side by side 
In deepest grass, beneath the whisp’ring roof 
Of leaves and trembled blossoms, where there ran 
A brooklet, scarce espied.  
       (9-12) 
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There are few subtleties in this bower; immediately we are introduced to a private, “scarce 
espied” area surrounded by nature. This bower, though, is not linked with the main figure of 
the ode, as the bower in “St. Agnes” is linked with Madeline and Porphyro and the bower in 
“Nightingale” is with the speaker. Instead, the main figure of “Psyche,” the speaker, is an 
intruder upon this bower. 
Though the speaker has no reason to be in this bower, the potential of more pleasures 
therein attracts him. From the beginning, the love shared by Cupid and Psyche is a 
temptation in and of itself. We see it as a forbidden love. The most basic reading of line 
twelve leaves the reader thinking that the brook is “scarce espied,” but one can also read 
“scarce espied” as referring to Cupid and Psyche. Keats’s use of punctuation leads to this 
ambiguity. While ambiguity is a common trait to Keats’s bowers, the ambiguity in this ode 
emphasizes the forbidden essence of Cupid and Psyche’s love. Thus it is a metaphor for 
temptation. By staying, the speaker can “make a moan/ Upon the midnight hours” (44-45) for 
Psyche and her forbidden love, an action that has at the same time pious and sexual 
undertones. He would also be in the presence of love, for not only would he be company to 
lovers, but he would also be with the son of the goddess of love, Cupid. The speaker’s life 
would revolve around the worship and practice of love if he were to remain in this bower. 
However, there is an inconsistency here; this bower is not for the main figure of 
“Psyche,” as the bowers of other poems are for their main figures. Rather, it is for others. 
Can this bower truly fall under one of the two archetypes and play into the inherent tensions 
of the bower if it is not for the speaker? By being for others, this bower cannot truly tempt 
the speaker, for he is not a part of its functions. He is simply looking into the bower as it 
works on others. 
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The solution to this inconsistency and apparent roadblock is the mind. Much as 
Madeline found a bower in her dream, the speaker of “Psyche” establishes a bower in his 
imagination. Though the physical bower in which the speaker finds himself is not his own, 
through being there, he can construct his own bower through imagination and thought. While 
Ayumi Mizukoshi notes that “Psyche” is a Pindaric ode, and thus meant to be “sung for 
public praise…for the ‘heathen Goddess’,” explaining the speaker’s proclamation to Psyche 
that he will “be thy priest” (50), she also clarifies that the ode is “self-reflexive” (170). The 
self-reflexive character of this ode is the key to the construction of the bower in the 
imagination; the speaker can construct a bower in his mind that refers to Cupid and Psyche’s 
bower. In fact, the ode opens with a question as to whether or not the speaker dreamt what he 
saw: 
O Goddess! hear these tuneless numbers, wrung 
By sweet enforcement and remembrance dear, 
And pardon that thy secrets should be sung 
Even into thing own soft-conched ear: 
Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see 
The winged Psyche with awaken’d eyes?  
          (1-6) 
 
Through the speaker’s insistence that he tells his tale through “remembrance,” and 
potentially through a dream, we recognize that the power of the mind and imagination is 
important to this ode. 
Bloom notes that “this heathen Goddess [Psyche] is the human-soul-in-love…which 
deserves and needs the inner worship of the imagination” (92). Thus, the speaker, through 
seeing the bower in which Cupid and Psyche rest, comes to form a bower in his imagination 
with the purpose of praising “the loveliest vision far/ Of all Olympus’ faded hierarchy” (24-
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25). He thus comes to proclaim that he will dedicate his life to the worship of pleasure, 
represented by the temptation of love6. 
 
Ode to a Nightingale 
On the other hand, “Nightingale” is a fascinating poem in that not only is it an ode to 
freedom and escape, but also an ode to poetry itself, as the nightingale represents both 
freedom and poetry. The former concept, that of freedom, will ultimately be the more 
important of the two in my argument, but the latter concept is also important, as Keats draws 
connections between the art of poetry writing and the bower’s ambiguous character. 
Keats establishes and reestablishes the bower early and often in “Nightingale.” 
Images of a “melodious plot” (8), “Flora” (13), “verdurous glooms and winding mossy 
ways” (40), “alien corn” (67), and other nature-related images permeate this ode. The second 
feature of the bower, that of retreat, is also present through images of death, such as 
“embalmed darkness” (43) and the “waking dream” (79). This bower is undoubtedly a bower 
of temptation, but in what ways? The contradiction of the “waking dream” foreshadows other 
contradictions that the speaker examines in his seclusion. 
The contradiction between dreaming, something associated with sleep, and waking, 
the opposite thereof, closes the poem: “Was it a vision, or a waking dream?/ Fled is that 
music—do I wake or sleep?” (79-80). This ending is a reminder that the poem explores 
similar contradictions: life and death, duty and inclination, permanence and ephemerality. 
The allures of opposing forces haunt the speaker. In the first stanza, he claims that he feels as 
                                                 
6 Vendler notes that, despite Keats’s Miltonic influences, including specific references to Milton that she 
examines (50-51), “Psyche” is a “a hymn to pagan heavenly beauty which, in despite of Milton’s ritual 
banishing, [Keats] will restore to sovereignty and will duly worship” (51). This contrast emphasizes that 
temptation in Keats’s poetry is not intrinsically negative, as it is in Milton’s poetry. 
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“though of hemlock I had drunk” (2), but in the second, he calls for “a draught of 
vintage/…Tasting of Flora…/Dance, and Provençal song, and sunburnt mirth!” (11, 13-14). 
Death calls to him, but so too does life. The drinking of hemlock is significant because in 
wishing for such a death, the speaker is paralleling himself with Socrates, who committed 
suicide by drinking hemlock. At the same time, his thoughts of life turn towards common 
experiences. Thus, the contrast is made starker; we see more than the tension between death 
and life. We see also the tension between a notable death and a common life. 
Death imagery in this poem is powerful enough to pervade the seclusion of the 
bower: 
I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 
Nor what soft incense hands upon the boughs, 
But, in embalmed darkness, guess each sweet 
Wherewith the seasonable month endows 
The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild.  
(41-45) 
 
The “embalmed darkness” alludes to the inside of a coffin, where an embalmed corpse would 
lie. However, Keats associates this darkness with the speaker’s position within the bower. 
Boughs and flowers that surround the speaker signify the natural setting of the bower. 
Keats’s diction and juxtaposition of death and nature turn this bower into a coffin. We can 
assume that, by being in this bower-coffin, the speaker has already been swayed to one side 
of the argument between life and death.  
Death, in the words of Mizukoshi, is a “luxury” (168). She argues that the speaker is 
aware of the “ephemeral nature of pleasure” (169) through things such as the “draught of 
vintage” (“Nightingale” 11) or “the viewless wings of Poesy” (33). Though the value of these 
things is in no way diminished by their ephemeral nature, they do not offer stability. “I will 
McLean 19 
 
fly to thee” (31), the speaker proclaims, “Though the dull brain perplexes and retards” (34).  
Though there is pleasure in poetry, it is not a permanent solution. Death, on the other hand, is 
the only permanence in the speaker’s life. While poetry offers a sense of permanence, as the 
nightingale “was not born for death” (60), this permanence is outside the realm of 
possibilities for the speaker. Immortality is reserved for the nightingale and thus for poetry 
itself; not for those who experience poetry. The speaker cannot be poetry; he can only fly on 
its “viewless wings.” 
Death is an important concept in “Nightingale,” but to fully understand it, one must 
also examine wine as a symbol. Wasserman says that “in the ode…wine is a symbol of the 
misguided effort to engage in the sensory essence of nature without pain” (191). Wine is the 
primary symbol of pleasure in the poem. Thus, we can take it to represent the pleasures of the 
bower. If we accept that the speaker is seeking death in some form through the pleasures of 
the bower, then alcohol is an appropriate symbol. Alcohol can be both fatal and the cause of 
death-like stupors.  As alcohol is the main symbol of the pleasure that the speaker seeks, the 
pleasure of death, wine neatly links both ideas of pleasure and death. However, Wasserman’s 
argument is at odds with Mizukoshi’s argument. By Mizukoshi’s analysis, wine is simply 
another method to experience pleasure that the speaker recognizes as something that he 
cannot keep permanently. By her reading, there is a maturity in the speaker’s 
acknowledgement of death as a luxury. While I hesitate to use the term nihilism, the speaker, 
by Mizukoshi’s reading, is not misguided in seeking pleasure, but rather has given up on life 
as a worthwhile pursuit. He decides instead to indulge in the pleasures that life offers.  
On the other hand, Wasserman’s argument that wine represents a misguided notion of 
pleasure comes from the speaker’s desire to escape with the nightingale. “Like the ease of the 
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bird, only pleasures are contained in the wine” (191), he writes, arguing that through wine, 
the speaker attempts to connect with the nightingale. By Wasserman’s argument, the bird and 
the wine are one in the same to the speaker, but Wasserman quickly reminds us that “the 
parallelism of the nightingale and the wine is, of course, a false parallelism and suggests 
itself to the poet only because he is facing earthward….and is negligent of spiritual values” 
(191). Wasserman’s argument hinges on the notion that the speaker immaturely connects 
pleasure to escape, while Mizukoshi’s hinges on the idea that the speaker has consciously, 
perhaps maturely, accepted pleasures as one of the worthwhile pursuits on the path of 
ephemeral life to the luxury of permanent death. 
Thus we return to the discussion of death. According to Wasserman, death’s purpose 
is that of “an event which divides two existences…the meeting point at which the ladder of 
intensities enters heaven’s bourn. It is the final intensity at the very verge of immortal life” 
(195). Death is therefore the only permanent fixture. It is the space between two uncertainties 
of life and the after-life, much like the bower in “Nightingale” is the space between earth and 
heaven. Ultimately, whether the speaker has maturely or immaturely experienced the 
pleasures of the bower, one can reconcile the two arguments by saying that both critics would 
likely agree that pleasures in “Nightingale” are ephemeral and that the speaker uses them to 
seek the permanence of death. 
The speaker himself verifies that death is a “luxury” (Mizukoshi 168), as Mizukoshi 
calls it: “Now more than ever seems it rich to die” (“Nightingale” 55). Richness, also 
associated with wealth and comfort, is a luxury.  Since Keats associates death with a state of 
comfort, Mizukoshi’s argument that death is a luxury is valid. Though the speaker seeks 
pleasure through other things, the speaker ultimately yearns for permanence as opposed to 
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ephemerality, comfort as opposed to pain. Death offers both permanence and luxury, and by 
connecting Wasserman’s idea of the speaker finding himself in the space between earth and 
heaven with his other idea of death being the space between two existences, we can see that 
the bower represents the temptation of death as an escape from dying. Through idealizing the 
nightingale, which “hast never known,/  The weariness, the fever, and the fret/ Here, where 
men sit and hear each other groan” (“Nightingale” 22-24), the speaker idealizes an escape 
from human life and suffering. He also wishes to find this escape through the pleasures that 
the bower offers, represented by wine. He wants to escape the pangs of feeling. He seeks the 
temptation of death, and through it, oblivion. 
 
The Tensions 
In “Nightingale,” the speaker seeks oblivion, while in “Psyche,” the speaker seeks 
pleasure. What causes tension between these two poems is that through one, the speaker of 
each poem finds that which the speaker of the other poem is seeking. Through oblivion, the 
speaker of “Nightingale” seeks pleasure in things such as wine, while through pleasure, the 
speaker of “Psyche” finds oblivion through the state of forgetfulness that worshiping Psyche 
brings him. Neither speaker truly acknowledges that he has found that which the other seeks, 
and ultimately the bowers prove to be unreliable at times. One could argue that through the 
bower, each speaker finds what he needs as opposed to what he wants, emphasizing that the 
bower is not always what it seems to be and that there is no definitive solution that it offers. 
The images of pleasure in “Psyche,” such as the “delicious moan” (30) and the 
“pleasant pain” (52) are found in “Nightingale,” too. Though the speaker of “Nightingale” 
finds himself in “embalmed darkness” (43), through it he finds himself “half in love with 
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easeful Death” (52) while listening to the nightingale “pouring forth thy soul abroad/ In such 
ecstasy” (57-58). These are images of pleasure, love, and rapture. Through his death wish, 
the speaker has achieved a state of happiness and sensations of joy. This is in contrast with 
the macabre setting of the metaphorical coffin and the drinking of hemlock. Rather than a 
state of depression or melancholy, the thought of death brings satisfaction to the speaker. 
Through the oblivion of death, the speaker of “Nightingale” finds the joy of pleasure for 
which the speaker of “Psyche” searches. 
On the other hand, one can find the images of oblivion that are in “Nightingale,” such 
as drinking to “leave the world unseen” (19) and the desire to “fade far away, dissolve, and 
quite forget/ What thou among the leaves hast never known” (21-22), in “Psyche” when the 
speaker wanders “in a forest thoughtlessly” (7) and in his act of building Cupid and Psyche a 
hidden place of “untrodden region” (50). Here the speaker attempts to create oblivion by 
secluding the bower of Cupid and Psyche deep in his mind such that the lovers may remain 
“scarce espied” (12). The maintaining of the “sanctuary” (59) of Cupid and Psyche’s bower 
is the speaker’s motivation for becoming a priest of Psyche. By referring to the bower as a 
sanctuary, the speaker endows upon it a notion of holiness, and thus the sense that he must 
protect it from those who would profane it. Through the pleasures of love, the speaker seeks 
to hide away the bower of Cupid and Psyche in the bower of his own mind, to the point that 
he is unsure whether or not he “dreamt” (5) what he saw. In other words, he makes himself 
oblivious to Cupid and Psyche’s bower. 
What do these tensions between the two odes mean? With no clear resolution to this 
tension, one could simply call these odes poetry for poetry’s sake, as many have said of 
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Keats’s works7. However, I argue that it is a far more sophisticated interplay between the 
bower archetypes. Through such tensions, we see that the outcomes of visiting the bower are 
not often straightforward, though the bower may superficially fall cleanly into one of the two 
major archetypes. A place of ambiguity, it gives the speakers of each poem what they need, 
rather than what they seek. The tension and ultimate irresolution of that tension emphasize 
the notion that the bower is an ever-changing concept and does not have one imperative 
meaning. This principle manifests itself in “The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream.” 
 
V. The Ephemerality of the Bower: The Bower as Ever-Changing 
The Bower of “The Fall of Hyperion” 
Finally, in “The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream,” the bower transcends a dichotomy and 
represents both archetypes: both that of restoration and temptation. The bower in “The Fall” 
serves to reduce the infinite to the finite, similar to Keats’s desire to describe that which he 
imagines. As the subtitle of the work informs us, the speaker finds himself in a dream-like 
state, yet Keats consistently restricts this theoretically infinite space into finite areas: the 
feast, the temple, and the forest where Saturn waits. “The Fall” is Keats’s most intricate 
exploration of the bower through its presence in the dream. 
A dream seems to be a strange place to find a bower. A dream is theoretically infinite 
and would thus seemingly contradict the fundamental idea that a bower must be a retreat. 
However, like Madeline’s dream of Porphyro, a dream can be a retreat from conscious life. 
Whether it is a daydream, in which the dreamer intentionally takes himself mentally away 
from the waking world, or a dream while sleeping, in which the dreamer’s mind is separated 
                                                 
7 Wasserman notes that critics have variously called Keats’s poetry “non-moral,” lacking “intellectual structure” 
(97), “mental picture added to mental picture…rather than the development of a thought,” and even “inferior” 
(98). 
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from consciousness by the barrier of sleep, dreams permit those who wish to see things 
differently to do so. In this sense, the dream can be a retreat from what is to what might be. 
To meet the other requirement, that of the presence of nature, there is “an arbour with a 
drooping roof” (I.25) at the very beginning of “The Fall.” There is no doubt that, though it is 
located in a theoretically endless space of existence, Keats means for the setting of “The 
Fall” to be a bower. 
In what ways does this bower agree with both archetypes? First, we must explore how 
it falls into the archetype of temptation. Early in the poem, the speaker comes across a feast 
where there is “more plenty than the fabled horn/ Thrice emptied could pour forth” (I.35-36). 
Food is a symbol not only of nourishment, but also of gluttony. This feast wavers between 
these two ideas, as it is “refuse of a meal/ By angel tasted or our Mother Eve” (I.30-31). 
While the feast is linked with a sense of holiness through Biblical figures, it also represents 
temptation. Keats’s choice to use the verb “tasted” (I.31) in connection with Eve alludes to 
the tasting of the forbidden fruit of the Garden of Eden. As such, this feast represents giving 
into temptation, and this temptation is made all the more prevalent by the fact that it has more 
food than “the fabled horn/ Thrice emptied” (I.35-36). The fabled horn is the cornucopia and 
a symbol of plenty. However, with more food than three cornucopias could hold, this feast is 
more than plenty; it is excess. Almost immediately, the dream tempts the speaker to become 
gluttonous through this feast. 
The sanctuary that the speaker finds shortly thereafter helps to further the idea of 
temptation. This sanctuary hints at a forgetfulness that transcends life and death: there is 
“frozen incense from all flowers,/ …[that] fills the air with so much pleasant health/ That 
even the dying man forgets his shroud” (I.99-101), just as there is a “lofty sacrificial fire,/ 
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Sending forth Maian incense, spread around/ Forgetfulness of everything but bliss” (I.103-
106). In death, the incense of this temple promotes forgetfulness of death itself, and in life, it 
promotes forgetfulness of everything but pleasure. Much like the bowers in the odes, this 
bower in “The Fall” is a sanctuary that asks the narrator to come and forget everything save 
pleasure and to lose himself in oblivion. As this invitation comes directly after the feast, a 
place of indulgence, the bower of the dream falls squarely into the archetype of the bower of 
temptation. 
However, a voice almost immediately breaks this promise of bliss and forgetfulness. 
In the first spoken words of the poem, a voice proclaims: 
“If thou canst not ascend 
These steps, die on that marble where thou art. 
Thy flesh, near cousin to the common dust, 
Will parch for lack of nutriment, – thy bones 
Will wither in few years, and vanish so 
That not the quickest eye could find a grain 
Of what thou now art on that pavement cold. 
The sands of thy short life are spent this hour, 
Thy hourglass, if these gummed leaves be burnt 
Ere thou canst mount up these immortal steps.”  
          (I.108-118) 
 
Suddenly, the bower is no longer a temptation but an imperative. The imperative goes against 
all previously established ideas of the bower set in Keats’s other poems. Though the 
sanctuary promises forgetfulness in life and death, it promises death without forgetfulness if 
the speaker does not ascend the steps to the sanctuary. The speaker no longer has agency 
over his own life and decisions. He must either surrender to the forgetfulness that is no 
longer a temptation, but rather a certainty, or die where he stands.  Rather than contradicting 
the argument that there are two archetypal bowers, this instead allows the reader to see that a 
bower is no bower if those within have no agency. The dream is no longer a place of retreat. 
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It is now an inescapable place and would therefore inevitably become the norm. As a norm, it 
cannot be a retreat. The moment the bower becomes an imperative, it loses its status and 
function as a bower, furthering the point that the bower is an ever-changing place. 
On the other hand, this bower also has elements of restoration. The voice accuses the 
speaker of being “less than they” (I.166) who “seek no wonder but the human face,/ No 
music but a happy-noted voice” (I.163-164), and for being “a dreaming thing” (I.168), with 
dreams being associated with the art of poetry. The voice condescendingly asks “what bliss, 
even in hope is there for thee?/ What haven?” (I.170-171). In essence, the voice is asking the 
speaker what use he is to other men, and what joy he can hope to achieve through his 
seemingly meaningless dreams. The narrator answers thus: 
“If it please, 
Majestic shadow, tell me: sure not all 
Those melodies sung into the world’s ear 
Are useless: sure a poet is a sage; 
A humanist, physician to all men.”  
(I.186-190) 
 
He argues that as a dreamer and poet, he is a kind of doctor who soothes the souls of men. As 
Keats links dreaming to the art of poetry in this poem, the dream is thus the central place of 
the creative process, and by extension it is the epicenter of the restorative power that poetry 
has for the hearts, souls, and minds of human beings. Mizukoshi’s argument that “in the 
induction to ‘The Fall of Hyperion,’ Keats equates ‘vision’ with ‘dream’” (168) informs us 
that dreams, and thus poetry, have a much larger purpose than just art. Mizukoshi emphasizes 
the speaker’s point that poetry can be a sort of medicine, or, as the voice calls it, a “balm” 
(I.201). The speaker is not simply dreaming of art, but rather envisioning a way in which he 
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can help mend the mental and emotional pains of others. Through allowing this revelation to 
come to the speaker through this dream, Keats links the bower and restoration. 
 
The Anti-Bower 
Just as the sanctuary becomes an imperative as opposed to a retreat, we see this 
pattern of the bower becoming something other than a bower again later in the poem when 
Saturn appears. Saturn, the usurped king, resides in an almost “anti-bower”: 
Along the margin sand large footmarks went 
No farther than to where old Saturn’s feet 
Had rested, and there slept, how long a sleep! 
Degraded, cold, upon the sodden ground 
His old right hand lay nerveless, listless, dead, 
Unsceptred, and his realmless eyes were clos’d; 
While his bow’d head seem’d listening to the Earth, 
His antient mother, for some comfort yet.  
(I.319-326) 
 
Despite having the two major qualifications of a bower, nature and a sense of retreat, 
Saturn’s resting place is neither a place of temptation nor of restoration. Indeed, it is exactly 
the opposite of these things, as it is “degraded,” “cold,’ and “sodden.”  
As it is an anti-bower, one would expect the products of this bower to be “anti-
restoration” or “anti-temptation,” and we see the former of these two at the end of the first 
canto. Saturn’s eyes are described as “realmless” and “clos’d” (I.324), implying that he has 
not only lost his kingdom, but has lost the ability to see what remains. He cuts himself off 
from the world through refusing to look at it. Keats hints at dreams by this action, as closed 
eyes can denote sleep, and sleep brings dreams. By refusing to look upon the world, Saturn 
could be searching for restoration. However, Thea approaches him and demands “Wherefore 
thus sleepest thou?/ For Heaven is parted from thee, and the Earth/ Knows thee not, so 
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afflicted, for a God” (I.356-358). We see that Saturn has lost not only his kingdom, but his 
godhood and presence on Earth, too. Thea’s dialogue informs us that no amount of sleeping 
and dreaming can help Saturn reclaim what was once his. Though dreams, through their 
association with poetry, are a balm for the soul, they seemingly cannot help one who has lost 
his essence as a god. As medicine “to all men” (I.190), it is doubtful that sleep and poetry 
would be of any use to a god without his godliness. Saturn’s search for restoration through 
sleep fails. 
With the realm of dreams closed to Saturn as a viable option, there are two choices 
left: life or death. However, Saturn cannot attain the latter of those two. Though he may have 
lost his godly essence, Saturn is still nonetheless a god. To reinforce the notion that Saturn 
cannot die, the narrator initially describes Saturn as having “an immortal sickness which kills 
not” (I.258). Saturn thus cannot achieve anything but life, and must suffer that with sickness 
and loss. Upon waking, he finds that he is still empty and has nothing: 
Until old Saturn rais’d his faded eyes, 
And look’d around, and saw his kingdom gone, 
And all the gloom and sorrow of the place, 
And that fair kneeling Goddess at his feet.  
(I.400-403) 
 
Seeing once again that his kingdom is no longer there, the emptiness that Saturn internalized 
is made actual. At his feet Thea reminds him that he has nothing. However, Keats uses two 
adjectives with different meanings to describe Saturn’s eyes. Formerly, Saturn’s closed eyes 
were “realmless” (I.324). His eyes lack a realm, and a king that lacks a realm has no power. 
Since Keats links eyes to sleep, dreams, and poetry, they must therefore be linked to 
Mizukoshi’s idea of vision (168). Eyes are instruments by which poetry, and therefore 
medicine and restoration, are created. However, as Saturn’s eyes lack that which gives him 
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power, then the eyes cannot create. Despite this former powerlessness, here Saturn’s eyes are 
described as “faded” (“The Fall” I.400). This does not imply, as the word realmless does, a 
lack of power. The word faded implies instead that the faded thing was once vibrant. Open to 
life, Saturn’s eyes are thus, despite being weaker than their former state, capable of creation. 
Though faded, they must once have had strength, or else they could not fade. There is 
potential in Saturn’s waking eyes, where there was none in his sleeping eyes. 
 We do not know if Saturn achieves this potential, as “The Fall of Hyperion” is an 
incomplete poem. However, no matter what Keats had planned, Saturn’s awakening leads to 
the “anti-restoration” that the anti-bower creates. He demands that he, along with Thea, 
“Throw down those Imps, and give me victory. 
Let me hear other groans; and trumpets blown 
Of triumph calm, and hymns of festival, 
From the gold peaks of heaven’s high piled clouds; 
Voices of soft proclaim, and silver stir 
Of strings in hollow shells; and let there be 
Beautiful things made new, for the surprise 
Of the sky-children — ”  
        (I.431-438) 
 
While this seems to be the renewal of energy that Saturn would seemingly have been 
seeking, the narrator says that Saturn “feebly ceas’d” (I.438) after this monologue. Instead of 
firmly proclaiming his intentions, Saturn rather toys with the notion of reclaiming his former 
position, only to falter. When he and Thea leave the scene, Moneta remarks that they “are 
speeding to the families of grief,/ Where, roof’d in by black rocks, they waste in pain/ And 
darkness for no hope” (I.461-463). Saturn does not leave his anti-bower because he has found 
that which he seeks, but rather because he has found the opposite of it. Rather than pure 
restoration, Saturn has found a sense of restored hopelessness through this anti-bower and 
through leaving it. 
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Though Saturn finds this anti-restoration, parallels between “The Fall” and the “Ode 
to Psyche” suggest a mixture of the two archetypal bowers in “The Fall.” Psyche, the “latest 
born…/ Of all Olympus’ faded hierarchy” (“Psyche” 24-25), and Saturn, “The pale Omega 
of a wither’d race” (“The Fall” 288), are both the last of their kind in their poems. Keats 
invites his readers to draw parallels between these two Omega figures. These parallels are 
highlighted by the fact that both figures appear to their respective speakers in dream-like 
states. In “Psyche,” the speaker thinks that he may have dreamt what he saw, while in “The 
Fall,” we are aware from the beginning that the setting is a dream. Finally Keats emphasizes 
this parallel with the fact that Saturn has a priestess in Moneta and Psyche has a priest in the 
speaker. Moneta, like the speaker of “Psyche,” takes this title upon herself: “I, Moneta, left 
supreme,/ Sole priestess of his desolation” (226-227). Also, as the speaker of “Psyche” builds 
a “rosy sanctuary” (“Psyche” 59) for Psyche and Cupid, Moneta guards Saturn’s sanctuary 
that is “spar’d from the thunder of war” (“The Fall” 222). Both priest of Psyche and priestess 
of Saturn dedicate their beings to protecting the figure of their worship from outside 
influence and harm. Through these parallels, we can conclude that Saturn’s bower was at one 
point, like Psyche’s bower, one of temptation such that he could escape from the pains of 
existence.  
Though it eventually decays into something of an anti-bower that only allows for any 
sense of restoration once Saturn escapes it, it is not unfair to assume that Saturn’s bower was 
once the same bower of temptation that Psyche and Cupid have in the “Ode to Psyche.” 
Though Saturn finds a temporarily renewed energy in “The Fall,” evoking the archetype of 
restoration, Keats also parallels Saturn with Psyche, evoking the archetype of temptation. 
Therefore, this bower has transcended all the previous bowers of Keats’s poetry: originally 
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one of temptation, it becomes an anti-bower, but eventually ends its purpose as a bower of 
restoration, though this restoration is not a typical one. The interplay between the archetypes 
of temptation and restoration becomes more entangled when ones tries to clearly define the 
bower in Keats’s poetry as one definitive thing, and the ever-changing character of Saturn’s 
bower is a microcosm for the ever-changing character of the bower as a concept. 
This dual presentation of the bower, perhaps even contradictory presentation, is not 
an example of poor writing on Keats’s part. With “The Fall,” he instead affirms that the 
bower is an ever-changing place rather than one with only one purpose. The insistence on the 
idea of ephemerality throughout “The Fall” emphasizes this ever-changing character. 
Ephemerality suggests that something is finite and exhaustible. Much as one should not 
expect to receive permanent guidance, joy, sadness, or anything else from something that is 
by essence ephemeral, therefore inherently laced with uncertainties, so too should one not 
expect the bower, a place of uncertainty and ambiguity, to hold imperative truths8. 
 
VI. Conclusion 
Referring to “Ode to a Nightingale,” Wasserman says that “it is a poem without any 
standard law to which to refer, oscillating between heaven and earth and never able to 
reconcile them” (183). Though he refers to the tensions between the speaker and the 
nightingale, one can apply his statement to the bower. As an in-between space, the bower 
inherently cannot reconcile heaven and earth, life and death, temptation and restoration. By 
its essence, the bower of Keats’s work is something that cannot be an imperative, or else it 
                                                 
8 “Hyperion: A Fragment,” a precursor to “The Fall,” begins in Saturn’s retreat and explores the bower in a 
slightly different way. When Thea comes to Saturn in his “trance” (I.201), Saturn responds with the question 
“where is Saturn?” (I.134). As opposed to the passive Saturn of “The Fall,” the Saturn of “Hyperion” is more 
active in his search for answers and renewal. This bower is more clearly one of restoration than the bower of 
“The Fall” is, despite portions of the two poems being the same. 
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loses all purpose, as in “The Fall of Hyperion.” It is not a place of permanence, but rather of 
retreat; it does not offer explanations, but rather the opportunity for exploration. Sometimes 
that exploration leads to the temptation to remain, while other times it leads to restoration of 
purpose and meaning. 
Through these analyses, I have explored the two archetypal bowers that we find in 
John Keats’s later poetic work: the bower as restoration and the bower as temptation. Close 
readings of four poems make these trends evident as the primary patterns that the bower 
follows in Keats’s work throughout what he wrote in 1819. One could say that these poems 
are explorations of existential crises and that the bower is the place to which the speaker or 
main figure of each poem retreats to explore existential ideas. This is most likely not the 
mindset that Keats had when writing these poems, as existential philosophy and vocabulary 
were not prominent if at all extant during Keats’s lifetime. Nonetheless, the poems show 
explorations of such themes. 
“The Eve of St. Agnes” examines what two lovers experience at a time of doubt in 
their lives. Can their love continue? Will their lives have any meaning if it cannot? Here, the 
bower serves as a place to restore their feelings and assure them that their lives can and will 
continue in a meaningful way with each other. The odes “To Psyche” and “To a Nightingale” 
ask what it means to live and love. The speakers of each poem search for meaning in a 
seemingly meaningless existence, and though they do not find what they seek, they find 
answers to other questions. In “The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream,” the speaker and Saturn 
assess the intrinsic value of life. Each of these bowers is a place of ambiguity. These 
existential crises do not have resolutions, and ultimately represent the uncertainty of human 
life. 
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Keats himself was well aware of this uncertainty. The speaker of “Nightingale” 
envies the nightingale’s capacity to sing “of summer in full-throated ease” (10), paralleling 
Keats’s struggle with tuberculosis and lung damage. As a man of medicine who had watched 
tuberculosis claim his mother and brother, Keats knew that the same disease would be his 
own death. This leads to Keats’s struggle with the meaning of life and death in his personal 
life; the poetry of his annus mirabilis reflects this. 
However, there is no point in establishing that these poems present conflicting 
archetypes throughout his opus if we assign them specifically to Keats’s situation in 1819. 
An archetype must be an overreaching idea that touches upon the fundamental ideas in his 
poems. While one can relate these poems to Keats’s life in 1819, one must remember that the 
bower was relevant in his early poems, too. Though critics rarely regard it as Keats’s best 
work, Endymion: A Poetic Romance concerned itself with these same questions and 
situations in the bower. Keats the poet was finding his voice during Endymion and admits in 
his preface to the work that he felt it to be a product of “inexperience, immaturity, [with] 
every error denoting a feverish attempt, rather than a deed accomplished” (38). Keeping 
Keats’s attitude to his early work in mind, I opted rather to examine works exclusively from 
1819 because Keats had, at that point, reached the height of maturity in writing that he was to 
reach. I do not argue that these poems are perfect, as that is a matter of pure subjectivity, but 
rather argue that his mature work best represents what he attempts to say in earlier works. 
Ultimately, what is the purpose of the bower? What does this in-between do? Like a 
good wine, it is something in which one is invited to indulge if he can do so responsibly. 
Searching for heaven through it is pointless, as Wasserman reminds us, but the pains of life 
can sometimes be too great to bear without pause, as Keats tells us throughout his poetry. 
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The bower represents the place where one can retreat into dreams, pleasure, or oblivion and 
escape for a time. Keats the doctor-poet uses the bower to remind us that it is good to 
occasionally stop and recover. Rather than directly stating this, Keats explores different 
reactions to the bower throughout different poems. In “St. Agnes,” we see Porphyro ignore 
the temptation to indulge in a place of escape in such a way that he and Madeline both 
discover a restored sense of love. In the odes, we see the speakers grapple with the 
temptation to remain indefinitely in the bower, only to ultimately lose that which enthralled 
them. In “The Fall,” Keats presents us with not only a bower that offers temptation and 
restoration but also with insight as to how the bower cannot achieve its purpose if it becomes 
an imperative.  
Through these four poems, we see a scale of what outcomes to expect from a retreat 
into a bower. If the bower becomes a permanent fixture, it fails its purpose; if one falls to the 
allure of the retreat that the bower offers and views that as the most important aspect thereof, 
the bower remains ephemeral, but ultimately does not offer the help that one seeks; if one 
takes the temptation of the bower into consideration along with the restorative powers it has, 
then one can emerge from it restored and renewed. The latter two categories permit the 
bower to function. Keats does not criticize succumbing to temptation as inherently wrong, 
but instead presents it as hope for the future. Therefore the bower serves a purpose as both a 
place of temptation, offering hope, and as a place of restoration, offering a renewed sense of 
being. 
Using four works from his most mature and representative period, I have explored the 
concept of the bower as it manifests itself throughout the poetic work of John Keats. Two 
archetypal bowers permeate these works: the bower of restoration, in which one retreats to 
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find a renewed sense of purpose, and the bower of temptation, in which one retreats to escape 
from the conflicts of life. Exploring themes of the existential, duty, fancy, and escape, Keats 
presents the bower as an ever-changing place with no imperative higher meaning. It is what it 
needs to be for each person who enters it. It is thus a place of self-discovery. It promotes an 
ongoing process in life by being a place of uncertainty. Rather than representing facts that 
must be asserted in order to live a “good” or “better” life, it instead represents the uncertainty 
of life and change through reflection. The bower is not an imperative, but rather an 
uncertainty, and in that uncertainty, Keats invites us to lose and discover ourselves. 
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